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Dialogue 3

_ _ __...E_ditorial____ _ __

For many years I have admired, though not accepted, a tempting heresy. Whenever I have
thought through the creation account, it has seemed to me that God's acts are explained in a
very simple-minded manner. I cannot imagine that God was ever unaware of Adam's·sin or
Eve's accomplice role. If God is outside of time, then he knows the outcome of his own actions
before they occur as much as after, and knew of Adam's sin before Adam was created.
Accordingly, if God indeed controls our world, it is natural to conclude that God intended the
fall, and that the fall must be good.
Perhaps God set us in the midst of sin so that we could learn to loathe it. We are creatures
of experience, bound in such a way that all our knowledge must come through participation.
How can we know to avoid sin? An earthly fall would educate us fiercely.
Unfortunately my understanding of God's will and our calling on earth was exactly wrong.
We are not meant to hate evil, but to trust it. God's intention was that we should have wills,
and as a result he could not force us to avoid sin. Having fallen into sin, the simplest way for us
to crawl out is through imitation of Christ, who constantly dealt blows to sin through neglect
and an implicit trust.
When Jesus was tempted, Satan offered him the world in exchange for worship. Jesus did
not respnd with the simplest refutation available-pointing out that Satan could not deliver on
his promise. Instead, though he must have known the promise was hollow, Christ gave Satan
credit for integrity and trusted his word, while still refusing to do evil, or have it around him.
This odd trust can be found again in.Jesus' clash with the money changers. The confrontation in the temple was situational rather than premeditated, and when Jesus was done, He
left. The money changers no doubt went back to their business soon afterward, but there is
no record of any later clashes. Jesus assumed their repentance, or at least gave them the
benefit of the doubt. Jesus confronted them, but was not habitually confrontational.
Finally we may be instructed by the two oft-quoted exhortations. What did Jesus mean
when he said we should forgive a person four hundred and ninety times? Anyone who has
seen a chronic liar, thief, or alcoholic understands what Jesus did not mean. He wasn't
interested in forgiveness-therapy, for example. Forgiving a chronic thief only makes the next
round of robbery come quicker. He also did not mean that we should ignore wrongs. Instead,
the injunction should warn us away from the greatest damage evil can deliver-anticipation. If
we anticipate a liar's life, we rob him of his chance to tell the truth. Far more importantly, we
no longer hope for good.
Jesus' similar command to turn the other cheek is not masochism. It is an expression of
trust in the person who has just hit you. In a world with many cheek smashers within arm's
reach, and with God never blocking the attacks, wearing armor is only sensible. Turtles and
armadillos understand sin better than Christ, it seems. But our faith pushes us to foiiow
Christ. The only way to build God's world again is through continual acts of naivete, because
only by exposing ourselves to the agony of evil can we remain open to the grace and love of
the Lord.
- DL
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Five Reformed Vows
Read to the Reformed Ecumenical Synod, Illinois, 1985
Seitze Buning

VOW I: "Bottled Notes"
Tante Tini sick and nobody knew what ailed her.
"Drink plenty of liquids," the doctor told her, "and stay warm,"
not that either one was difficult during the summer of 1941,
"and take these pills."
But the doctor told my parents he did not know what was wrong with Tini.
She took the pills, though how could they help
if he did not know what they were for?
Every morning her temperature was near normal,
by .noori both her t~mperature and the July temperature outside
hovered at 100 degrees,
and then her thermometer would win the race by midafternoon
at 103 degrees,
though she complained of cold
and we piled on the blankets.
Her fair face was flushed as though she were hoeing in the garden
but she did not smile when she saw us.
She stopped weighing
when she had lost fifteen pounds,
but we knew she was losing more.

It would have been a rotten summer for any eleven-year-old.
The sickness of adults is always rotten for children,
but it was worse than rotten. ·
Tante Tini was special, my special companion,
for playmates my own age were few on the Iowa prairie.
My mother's maiden sister, she had suffered eplleptic seizures in her teens
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and young adulthood,
and now lived with my parents
in the privileged status of a semi-invalid,
though the seizures had subsided by the time I appeared.
People said she was feeble-minded,
but I do not think she was, even today.
Mother helped Dad with the farming
in addition to managing the house,
and that left Tante Tini to mind my older brother, Klaas,
and ten years later, me.
She, not Klaas, taught me how to ride a pony.
She, not my father, taught me how to bat a ball.
She, not my mother, would have time whenever it rained,
to help me build elaborate mini-reservoirs, mini-rivers, and mini-damsshe with a hoe and I with a spade,
and when we were finished,
we would sail fleets of paper ships down our waterway,
and bottles with notes inside which would read,
"If found, please send a letter to Sietze Suning,
Orange City, Iowa, USA,
P.S. Jesus saves,"
and we would drop the bottles into the trench we had dug
to catch the drip from the barn,
and we would poke the bottle on its way through the canals we had dug
until it came to the ditch alongside the road,
and we would watch it go down the ditch to the bridge
where the ditch emptied into the creek,
and then we would imagine the creek taking the bottle to the West Branch
of the Floyd River a half mile away,
and the West Branch taking it to the Floyd its~lf
at th~ Million Dollar Corner
.
and the Floyd taking it to the Missouri River at Sioux City.
And at night we would get out our jigsaw puzzle of the United States
and we ould make the puzzle
and then trace where our bottle would go from Sioux City:
to St. Louis on the Missouri,
and then to New Orleans on the Mississippi,
and then into the Gulf of Mexico,
and if God were really blessing us,
it might float into the Atlantic Ocean and on to Africa,
where our church had missionaries in Nigeria,
and Tante Tini's faith was as strong as mine
that at least some of our notes were headed straight for Nigeria.
That is why we added the postscript "Jesus saves,"
for missionaries who could not come home for furloughs
on account of the war in the Atlantic.
Or if not intended for Nigeria,
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we envisioned the bottle being swept up by the Gulf current
and sent to T he Nether lands under German occupation.
Tante T ini remembered a tag of a Dutch hymn,
God is getrouw, zinjn p/annen ualen niet,
our postscript to occupied H olland.
Of the dozens of bottles we floated out when it rained,
none ever yielded a note in return,
not even from S ioux C ity or New Orleans,
although we kept up our hope.

It was a rotten summer without Tante Tini,
because I heard my parents say again and again,
"In case something goes wrong with Tini."
"In case something goes wrong with Tini,
do you think we ought to have a black funeral?"
The question about what kind of funeral did not bother me,
but the fact that my parents could imagine the wdrld
without T ante Tini did.
It did not occur to me until I was an adult
that my parents' grief for Tante Tini
would be considerably tempered by greater family privacy
and t he satisfaction of a responsibility discharged.
They can imagine a world without her, I thought,
when I heard them say,
"In case something goes wrong with Tini,
we must not forget to let the Omaha cousins know."
"In case something goes wrong with Tini,
maybe we could use her downstairs bedroom for our bedroom."
"If something goes wrong with T ini. . . ."
It was in church that it occurred to me what to do about it.
Dominie was preaching a sermon on self-denial:
"Nobody could judge what someone else gives up," Dominie said.
"Some give up bad habits,
some give up houses and lands and become missionaries,
some give up money to support missionaries,
but all C hristians give up something.
Those who have given up nothing
must question whether they are Christians."
I made up my mind that I would give up something for the Lord
in return for which I would ask him to make Tante Tini better.
Liquor and movies would be no sacrifice;
I was eleven, and was not to see my first movie for six more years;
I had tasted beer and did not like the taste.
Houses and lands were not available
or I would gladly have parted with them to make Tante Tini well.
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My only worldly pleasure at the time was comic books
and comic strips in the Sioux City Journal
and I did not really know for sure
whether the funnies constituted a worldly pleasure
since the dominie's sons themselves read them.
I had traded comic books with them.
But having thought of it, I could not turn back.
I made my own rash vow
never to read the funnies again.
I shall not dwell on my withdrawal symptoms.
How the summer of 1941 was my first summer to do an all-day job,
plowing with our three nags hitched to the sulky.
Alone in the field on the sulky,
I would lust for a peek at Major Hoople or the Katzenjammer Kids
and pine for Mickey Mouse and Little Orphan Annie.
I tried to lust instead for a malted milk
which Dad would buy for me when we went to town.
0 nee or twice I backslid for a day
and read all the comics in the Sioux City Journal
with heavy guilt following:
Remember Lot's wife.
Remember Jephtha's rash vow.
Remember what happens to whoever puts his hand to the plow and looks back.
Remember!
I shall not dwell on T ante T ini' s recovery.
Was God encouraging my initiatory faith?
One afternoon the fever went to only 102 degrees,
then next day to 100,
and then to normal.
Her cheeks were fair again and her eyes bright.
She and I even sailed some bottles down to the West Branch of the Floyd that summer.
But I do want to emphasize
that I read no funnies now.
I do not like them.
I have read every word of Henry Miller, mind you, much more wicked than funnies.
I like Jan Wokers as much as Henry Miller.
I have bought the odd copy of Playboy, though not recently.
But I do not read the funnies.
I do not like to read them.
They are still connected in my mind,
not to the Tante Tini who was, who died eighteen years later of a heart attack,
but to the Tante Tini who in some sense is.
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Each time I turn past the funny page in the Grand Rapids Press,
I feel as though I have just dropped a bottle with my name and address
ihto the River of Life bound for the Sea of Eternity
with the wild hope that at some foreign shore
Tante Tini finds it
complete with both postscripts:
God is getrouw; zijn plannen valen niet
and
Jesus saves/

COMMENT I: "The Secrecy of Vows"
All Reformed vows are secrets.
The only person I have ever told about my vow Lor Tante Tini before tonight
is my wife,
and I have regretted it ever since.
Whenever I do something really stupidlike unloading groceries with the car running
and then letting the car run all night
or buying twenty sweepstake cards, sure that I will win
or discovering at a Chicago concert
that the tickets are back in Grand Rapidsthen this is the only criticism she can make which really rocks me:
"What do you expect from somebody
who took a vow at eleven not to read the funnies?"
Reformed people keep their vows secret.
But, you say, marriage vows are public,
confirmation vows are public,
ordination vows are public.
But, I am arguing, the real marriage vows are not said in church,
but whispered on a pillow.
The real confirmation vows
happen when you are kneeling in your closet
and only the Lord is with you.
The real ordination vows happen
, when a young person decides after all
to let her name stand for deacon
and to rip up her letter of valid reasons against it.
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The institutional church is always trying to make a tidy housekeeper
out of the supernatural,
and so it has made all vows public,
but public vows are an empty show
unless each one has a private vow to back it up,
and the terms, conditions, and circumstances of the Reformed vow
are secret
with this single exception:
you tell only as much about your private vows
as is needed to teach the next generation about vows,
though it is like teaching about sex,
the next generation always knows a little more about the subject
than the older generation was planning to tell.
Even so, it can be bewildering,
learning about vows and sex on your own,
so it is always reassuring
when the older generation says almost anything at all
about vows or about sex,
not because information is conveyed,
but because both generations feel less lonely.

VOW II: "My Father's Vow"
My father taught me about vows
on 3 December 1941, except
that I already knew about vows
because I had made my vow for T ante T ini the summer before
and by December she was well,
though Dad did not know about my vow.
First Dad and I drove to town for only one purchase:
a dollar's worth of calamus root at the druggist.
It looked like divinity candy,
but the bag was strangely light,
and the smell was of strong medicine.
Back home
we put the sack of calamus root in the twine box of the binder
and we got a shovel from the tool shed,
and we proceeded to the field.
In the field Dad said,
"I wanted to do this before the frost got too deep."
He hacked a hole through the crust of frozen earth
and dug.

Dialogue 11

When the hole was between two and three feet deep,
he took out his corncob pipe from the bib-pocket of his overall
and said,
"Sietze, the Lord expects us to give up
an eye or hand for the Kingdom,
and our sinful desires must be buried with C hrist,
and that is why I am burying my pipe here today."
I was awestruck as he filled the hole.
The pipe was his trademark.
All of his neighbors and brothers teased him about it.
My mother had told the neighbor lady
and before long all of us knew, even the children,
that Dad lit up his pipe before he put on his socks in the morning
no matter how cold the weather, even before he lit the stove.
Working, out in the field,
with horse-drawn mowers, plows, planters, and cultivators,
his profile would be incomplete without the pipe.
Once when a storm had come up suddenly when he was in the field,
sparks flew off the pipe and singed his eyebrows.
When he got home, his shirt was smouldering.
The pipe itself had caught fire in the sudden wind
and burnt off the stem, which was still clutched between his teeth.
Was it a good thing he was giving up voluntarily what the wind could not tear away?
Would I know my dad without a pipe?
I was awestruck, but said nothing,
and he closed the grave and walked away without another word.
Next we went to the house
where Dad emptied the remainder
of a half-gallo_n of Prince Albert tobacco
into an aluminum pan, poured in a dipper-full of water,
and put it on the stove to simmer.
When it was a satisfactory pulp,
he set it out to cool.
"Nicotine kills lice," he said.
Although none of our horses had lice,
we went out to rub the mixture over our horses
as a prevention.
The horses were wet, cold, and bewildered.
They smelled as though they had all taken up smoking.
And then, before we did our evening chores,
Dad went to the binder twine box
for his first dose of calamus root
to help him over his withdrawal symptoms.
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For the next days, the smell of calamus root was everywhere.
Tante Tini asked Mother
whether she didn't prefer the smell of tobacco to the smell of calamus root.
Mother asked Dad please not to put chewed calamus root on his saucer
because it left horrid stains.
Neighbor children asked me
whether Dad took his first piece of calamus root
before he put on his socks.
Then came Sunday,
7 December 1941,
and when we got back from church
and turned on the noon news,
we knew that life would never be the same
because the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor.
The shock and anger wherever you turned on the radio
were also inside of us.
On 8 December 1941
Dad drove the car to school to get me.
The President had declared war, Dad said.
The draft was being stepped up.
Klaas would most likely be drafted.
And then I smelled strong tobacco again
and not the new calamus root.
Dad was smoking the corncob pipe,
clay and earth clinging here and there
where his cleaning had not availed.
At home I checked the twine box of the binder,
and there was a fresh gallon of Prince Albert tobacco.
Both he and I found it too humiliating to talk about.
For the next year he continued to smoke as he had before.
In February 1943 Klaas was drafted into the army.

It was about a week after he had left home
that Dad and I were milking one evening,
heads pressed tight against the flanks of our cows.
We did our best visiting in that position.
There had been a letter from Klaas.
He was going to be training in Florida.
Gerrit Henry around the corner and Dominie's son
had received their draft notices.
They would need to leave next month.
And the, "By the way, I quit smoking
when Klaas left. I've been off it a week this time."
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And he never smoked again,
not even when Klaas came back from the army,
hale and whole.
And something inside me even now
says yes, yes, yes, yes to the second form of his vow:
secret,
and made in a plea-bargaining relations hip with God
in existential pain,
not quitting smoking on theoretical grounds in cold blood,
only to take it up again when some existential pain shows up,
but making existential pain of separation
the situation for the vow.

COMMENT II: "Secret, Painful, and . .. "
A Reformed vow is secret,
is rooted in existential pain,
and always has results in visible behaviorsometimes ordinary visible behavior, like quitting smoking,
and sometimes in bizarre behavior:
name me another eleven-year-old not addicted to the funnies.
Sometimes when behavior gets really bizarre in a Reformed person,
you know there has been a vow without his telling you.
I read my third piece,
this one by G ary vander Schaaf, a former student of mine,
who is Protestant Reformed.
Reading his piece here
is the only way his communion is represented this year
at this Reformed Ecumenical Synod.

VOW III: "Meet Me at the Fair" by Gary vander Schaaf
"Bad enough to be at the fair on Saturday night," Auntie scolded,
"but then to play bingo! Tell me,
what was going on in your head anyway?"
Uncle, sitting at the Sunday dinner table, shrugged,
and took a slice of dried beef.
"And you an elder too yet.
Whatever possessed you, I don't know.
I cannot understand it.
Has anyone said anything to you about it?"
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Uncle, finishing his dried beef,
shook his head and reached for the tomatoes and sugar.
"Why we had to go in the first place, I can't figure.
Nothing at those fairs anymore.
And the people therethey look like something you'd turn over in the field.
And you, as if you were no different than the rest of them,
go in that tent and gamble,
gamble!
There is no other word for it."
Uncle finally spoke, quietly.
"Ma, I wanted to see those new balers up from Sioux C ity.
That's why we were there."
He paused and sighed,
"Besides, it was only a dollar.
I didn't think I would win."
"What else you didn't think, I don't know," Auntie shot back,
"but I never felt so deceitful,
running back to the car before anyone could see us.
And then, when that voice . ... "
At the mention of the voice,
Uncle couldn't help but smile.
"Now don't laugh," Auntie ordered,
with a tone and determination usually reserved for announcing
"Let us pray" at the Ladies' Aid,
"I was never so ashamed.
Never.
And with that boy of Bert and Margaret's standing right there.
If you are never elder again,
just don't be surprised."
My uncle the farmer was, of course, no stranger to gambling.
But his!
For a dollar he had received a bingo card,
and fifteen minutes later,
with trembling hands,
with that guilty elation of the elect,
had traded the winning card for five twenty-dollar bills.
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My uncle the elder, shaking,
hurrying through the crowded fairgrounds,
his wife in desperate tow,
the unmortified money buried deep in his back pocket,
glancing nervously
leftandright leftandright
like fallen Adam in a fallen Eden,
fearful lest someone from town, or worse, from church, should see him.
Then, Uncle, when you were at the exit gate,
so close to the car, to home, to sanctuary:
young Hoekstra and his date.
Church people.
"Not so bad," you thought. "They don't know about the money,
and they can't say they saw me here, because then they were here too."
You gave Hoekstra your best, brotherly huisbezoek smile,
the one that says, "Don't worry. It stops here,~
and you could have collapsed with relief
sealed the pact with a wink.
You turned to leave
and then the loudspeakers declared in electric judgment:
OUR CONGRATULATIONS TO ANDREW NIENHUIS FROM SPENCER, IOWA,
TONIGHT'S ONE~HUNDRED-DOLLAR SUPER-BINGO WINNER!
Your heart crumbled,
your wife wilted,
and you knew you were a born loser.
Now Aunty rallied on through dinner
because she had not noticed how full
the collection plate had been that Sunday morning.
There with the pink envelopes for the budget
and the blue envelopes for the high school
was a plain white envelope with one hundred -dollars:
justified, sanctified, and sacrificed.
Had ever a sweeter savor risen from that sanctuary before?

COMMENT III: "The Reformed Vow"
Now I can understand you theologians who are saying inside:
"That kind of plea-bargaining with God is work-righteousness."
And I can understand you theologians who are saying inside,
"That idea of God is downright superstitious."
And I can understand you disaffected young theologians who are saying inside:
"It is a materialistic solution.
The collection plate is supposed to solve everything."
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But I am not talking about what Reformed vows ought to be theoretically.
I am talking about what they are empirically.
I am demonstrating
that unofficial, existential vows go on among Reformed people and their God
in spite of official theology and the institutional church.
It is a distinctively Reformed kind of mysticism
with a life of its own.
The Catholic novena goes on in every Catholic parish
during times of personal and communal distress,
and it goes on under priests' auspices.
The Mormon Church
keeps a complete and official list
of the many Mormons who claim to have seen
the Angel Moroni.
But the Reformed vow,
the Reformed plea-bargaining with God,
goes on among the Reformed folk,
while the official Reformed Churches are editjng creeds and confessions
and exegeting scripture and discussing hermeneutics
and being intellectual and academically respectable and scienfitic, even,
and meeting in synods, too,
and being a little disappointed with the synod unless somebody says:
"Here I stand. I can do no other,"
although that line was appropriate only once in history.
The Reformed vow,
the Reformed plea-bargaining,
goes on like Job's with his Lord.
Reading the book of Job this summer,
I felt for the first time that the three friends of Elihu
are far better formal theologians than Job
,
and would make better professors of theology and delegates to Synod
than Job,
but Job would understand the. suffering Reformed Christians
making their private vows.
But on to my fourth example of a vow.

VOW IV: "Answers"
In the fall of 1968
I was at a meeting in Amsterdam
called "Problems at the Free University." .
The Rector Magnificus and thirty professors we·re on a platform.
Microphones were distributed throughout the auditorium.
A crowd of a thousand from all over the Nether lands was on hand,
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and anyone could walk to a microphone and ask a question.
All the familiar issues were raised:
the age of the earth, the evolution of humanity,
the evolution of language, the ordination of women,
pacifism, homosexuality,
divorce, and racial discrimination.
I watched an elderly, grey-haired lady,
although grey-haired does not, of course, necessarily mean elderly,
and this elderly, grey-haired lady
got up with difficulty, using a cane,
and hesitantly made her way to a microphone,
where she stood waiting her turn.
The Rector Magnificus finally recognized her
and asked her to state her name, her local residence, and her question.
While she was announcing that her name was Mrs. Fridsma
and that she was from St. Annaparochie in Vriesland,
and that she was happy to be here because it had been a long trip on the train,
since before daylight,
and that she was honored that an old woman like herself would be recognized
by these learned professors,
and all this while
she was rummaging for something in her purse,
which, conditioned as I was by American news in the sixties,
I was afraid would be a pistol
and that she would shoot the Rector Magnificus dead.
But it turned out to be a Bible,
heavy with bookmarks,
and she began to read from Psalms:
Blessed is the man who walketh not. . . .
They who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion ....
From Psalms to the Gospel of John:
Let not your heart be troubled....
I am the vine, you are the branches ....
From the Gospel of John to the Revelation of John:
And I saw a new heaven and a new earth ....
From omega to alpha, from Revelation to Genesis,
quite a bit from Genesis:
In the beginning . . .through
let there be light. .. and into the third day of creation, when
God separated the waters from the dry land.
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At that point the very patient Rector Magnificus interrupted her.
"Meurouw, meurouw, U moet een uraag stellen."
(Madam, madam, you must ask a question.)
"Mijnheer," she said, ready for him, "ik heb geen uraagen.
Ik heb juist maar antwoorden."
(Sir, I have no questions, she said as she put away her Bible.
I only have answers.)
She must have gone home very happy on the train next morning,
not primarily because the Rector and the professors and the whole vast hall
had burst into applause,
but because she had done what she had set out to do the morning before,
and had planned who-shall-say-how-long? in advance.
To see her was to know that only a vow
could have pried her out of her kitchen in St. Annaparochie.

COMMENT

IV: "The Drift"

You catch my drift:
in a half-century of observation,
I find that Reformed theology is cool, and academic, and domesticated.
But I find that Reformed life is mystical, bizarre, and wild.
While Reformed theology shows some signs, of withering on the vine,
Reformed life is well and thriving, thank you,
in spite of the work-righteousness, superstition, and individualism
that must horrify theoretical theologians if they bother to notice it.
The makers of private vows
always run slightly counter
to the institution of the church.
The holiest Christian I personally have known
made vows so deep you could not tell what they were
but you knew he had made them.
My last little story is about him.
My style shattered,
I craved Willem's class.

COMMENT V: "Vows or Power Politics?"
Well, those are the stories about Reformed vow-makers that I came to tell.
If I thought you were really
the calculating politicians and cynical bureaucrats
and tepid academics
I have called you tonight,
I would not have shared these stories with you
about the vows of God's little people.

Dialogue 19

You yourselves are vow-makers,
or you never would have kept the Reformed Ecumenical Synod alive,
not this year,
with such impossible conflicts within the Synod.
Bringing God's stumbling, and wayward, and sometimes obstinate people together
has been more important to you
than confrontation politics.
The day power politics wins out,
the Reformed Ecumenical Synod will dissolve.
The day power politics wins out
and the Reformed Ecumenical Synod dissolves,
that day I will be embarrassed for all the vows I have confided to you tonight
because that is the day when power politics is more important
than the vows of God's little people.
And I shall break some vows of my own tlfen,
no matter how weird it looks to others when I do so,
just as my dad started smoking again on Pearl Harbor Monday,
not because Roosevelt or Hirohito knew or cared whether he smoked or not,
but out of blind rage and helpless frustration.
Let me be blunt:
On the day the Reformed Ecumenical Synod collapses,
that day I am laying in a lifetime's supply of comic books:
Superman and Little Orphan Annie.

VOW V: "The S ea of Forgetfulness"
With style Dominie and I brought huisbezoek
to Willem's Holland Home bedside.
I read Psalm 46.
Dominie praised his regular attendance.
I took ·note that his budget was all paid up:
"More than a tenth of your old-age pension, Willem."
Dominie urged him to join a grow group in the Homeone that would meet right at his bedside.
I praised his weathering Nelly's death with such courage.
Dominie was arranging the time to bring Willem Communion on S unday,
a sign huisbezoek was almost over.
"Dominie, you don't need to bring no Communion.
I feel the communion of the saints right here in bed.
I'll pray for you during the service.
But you can't move it away from where the saints are,
all together and Jesus with them,
and still keep it Communion.
Thanks for the idea, but don't bother."

20 Dialogue

He turned to me.
"And about the budget.
I pay, sure, but I envy them Israelites.
Priests ate a little of them unblemished lambs,
but the rest got burned up, useless to everybody but God.
All my budget money is an investment.
My Nelly was in our hospital and I'm in our Home.
All five children went to our Christian Schools,
four to our college.
Pete got a job with the Mission Board because he knows languages.
Bert took up business. Now he's on Synod's budget committee.
Lenore teaches philosophy at our college.
Jake is a preacher.
Now their children are in college and guess what?
They all want jobs like it.
I try to give my money to God, but none of it seems to get through.
Some year our churches ought to _collect our money as usual,
put all the money on a boat in Muskegon Harbor,
set out for the middle of the lake,
and while Synod sings a psalm and prays on a boat nearby,
sink the boat with the money on it
right to the bottom of Lake Michigan."
It was our salary he was talking about.
We left abruptly.
Dominie could think of nothing to pray
but the Lord's Prayer . .
On Sunday at Communion
I remembered Willem was praying for us.
The cash in the offering of thanksgiving never looked greener
or colder.
Would the offertory prayer bury the green and cold of the cash
in the green and cold ocean of God's forgetfulness?
Would the offertory prayer transubstantiate the cash
into warm and living offering?
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What Constitutes a Civil Right?
M. Howard Reinstra

The thoughtful essay by Morris B. Abram on
"What Constitutes a Civil Right?" (New York
Times Magazine, June 10, 1984) deserves careful
consideration and discussion. The essay reopens
the controversies about the direction of the civil
rights movement that were first addressed in the
early and mid-sixties, but, more importantly, it
articulates a point of view about civil rights which
after some twenty years has re-emerged in the
Reagan administration. Mr. Abram's distinguished record of some forty years of personal involvement in the civil rights movement in this
country requires that attention be paid to what
he has to say. As a participant he has insights into
the character of the civil rights movement and its
motivations which non-participants would have
great difficulty discovering. He is a primary
source for any oral history project on the civil
rights movement, and no such source may be
ignored. Furthermore, he writes clearly and
candidly.
Yet it is also true of Mr. Abram's essay, as it is
of all participant-observer accounts, that it is a
self-conscious and subjective account of a
complex, multi-faceted. set of ideas and events.
Surely Mr. Abram himself would acknowledge
this. As a participant-observer he would in fact be
more sensitive than most to such complexities
and to his own very limited capacity to understand the ideas, motives, and actions of others. ·
And certainly anyone would recognize that his
essay is an occasional piece arising out of the
present controversies attending the compromised renewal of the U.S . Commission on Civil
Rights and the appointment of Linda Chavez as
staff director and Mr. Abram and others as members of that commission. In other words the
essay is not a detached and disinterested attempt
at writing history. It is a piece for the times.
Mr. Abram may, it must be acknowledged,
respond with a tu quoque. For I too, on a significantly less distinguished and more modest basis,
am a participant-observer. Although I am an
historian, my writing of history is confined to the
years prior to A.O. 1600. My involvement with
civil rights began in the very years which Mr.
Abram characterizes as confused. I have during
the last two years spoken and written against the
civil rights views of the Reagan administration,
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particularly as presented by Bradford Reynolds
and I have opposed the appointment of Lind;
Chavez, Mr. Abram and others to the U .S. Com
mission on Civil Rights. I do not claim to be mon
objective than Mr. 1Abrams; I claim only to pre
sent an alternative perspective.
What is Mr. Abram's essay about? What is it:
central argument? It is not, despite the unfor
tunately long opening recitation o'f his own ac
complishments, about Morris B. Abram. On1
should not read it as an attempt at self vindi
cation. Rather, the essay is about civil rights i1
America and how they are properly constituted
He argues that civil rights arise out of the con
stitution, are matters of law, and that the lawfu
base for civil rights was fully established by 1968
What remained was for individuals to tak1
personal advantage of those already constitute<
civil rights, and for society to protect the right:
and the persons claiming those rights for them
selves.
Then things began getting confused. The nev
black leadership of the early and middle sixtie:
began to confuse economic rights with civ
rights, and some began to abandon the earlie
integrationist goal of the movement and advo
cated separatism. Mr. Abram argues that al
ready by 1965 there were deep divisions withi1
the civil rights movement occasioned by this con
fusion and by the impatience of some blacl
leaders who advocated results now. He argue:
that the constitution permits the establishmen
of equal opportunity only, and counsels patieno
while individuals slowly secure their advantage:
under equal opportunity conditions. There is rn
constitutional guarantee of results, and certainl)
no guarantee of group results. Thus he argues fo
what I choose to call a narrow or strict construe
tionist view of civil rights. His basic philosophy i:
that of individualism. Consistent with this philo
sophy and with his central argument, he the,
proposes that only with a return to this pre-196!
consensus view of civil rights will it be possible fo
whites and blacks again to come together am
forge a new political consensus to guarantee civ
rights in the eighties.
This narrow or strict constructionist view o
civil rights is undoubtedly appealing. Civil right
are matters of law and the fundamental law of th

1ited States is the constitution. Apart from law
hts do not exist, at least not civil rights. I may
.im all sorts of rights as a human being and a
izen, but if they are not embodied in law they
not exist and I do not have them. Therefore,
:h Mr. Abram we must begin with the constitun when talking about American civil rights. It is
sic and lasting. The recognition of this has
en most eloquently expressed in the debate
out the Equal Rights Amendment. The civil
hts of women can be, and have been, at least
rtially constituted by federal and state legisive enactment, but to be fully secured they
1st be put into the constitution.
~ll of this, of course, is elementary and meets
'.h almost universal acceptance in our society.
hat is not so elementary, however, nor so
:lely accepted, is the determination of how and
what degree civil rights can be established outle the constitution. Can civil rights be consti:ed by legislative enactments, by executive or
en administrative orders, and by judicial decims or orders? The constitution appropriates
wers to the executive, legislative and judicial
anches of government to act, and their acts
her are law or have the force of law. Abstracttherefore, since civil rights are matters of law
2y may be constituted by the proper exercise
the powers of any branch of government. But
2 narrow or strict constructionist view demurs.
Mr. Abram does acknowledge the necessity of
iislation. He enthusiastically endorses the Civil
3hts Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of
65 and its renewal in 1984. He writes approvJly: "By 1968, the entire legislative agenda of
2 civil rights movement had been enacted." He
not, however, so approving of the subsequent
rninistrative and judicial implementation of this
1islation. Without identifying precisely where
d when things went wrong, he characterizes
is administrative and judicial implementation
having been based on the putative confusion
:tween civil rights and economic rights, and
th having introduced an unconstitutional prin)le of equality of results in place of the constitional principle of equal opportunity. Thus not
tly have such administrative and judicial acts
1anged the "ends" from civil to economic, but
ey have adopted "means" which implement
suits rather than opportunities. He, as an ad1cate of the narrow or strict constructionist
?-W of civil rights, repudiates most of the civil
ihts law as constituted by such decisions since
68, and regards it as unconstitutional.
One very significant part of the discussion that
ok place in the early sixties that Mr. Abram

alludes to only parenthetically is that of human
rights. He alludes to it when talking about the
reception accorded the theses of Daniel Patrick
Moynihan. The issue first of all was white racism.
Some whites, perhaps wistfully, began to say that
white racism was a thing of the past. Blacks, however, argued that it was all too alive and well, and
that it was the principal factor keeping them from
realizing their dignity as human beings. In the
context of the early sixties the contention was
that although the civil rights legislative agenda
was in process, the basic distress of blacks was
still due to white racism.
The distinction is important. Civil rights are
matters of law within particular political communities, but human rights are universal. Civil
rights are created through political processes,
but human rights arise out of theological and
moral principles. Human rights should be declared, but they are held to exist even if not embodied in positive law. This distinction between
the universal and the particular, between human
rights and civil rights, must be recognized because it •was central to the growing separation
with the civil rights movement in the mid-sixties.
Let me cite a passage from an often quoted 1964
speech of Malcolm X.

We are fighting for human rights in 1964.
This is a shame. The civil rights struggle has
failed to produce concrete results because ·
it has kept us barking up the wrong tree. It
has made us put the cart ahead of the horse.
We must have human rights before 'we can
secure civil rights. We must be respected as
human before we can be recognized
citizens. 1
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Mr. Abram would have us believe that the
problem ··of the time was that black leaders were
making the categorical mistake of confusing the
apples of civil rights with the oranges of economic rights. On the contrary, the categorical mistake may very well have been that of the white
leadership who failed to make the distinction
between apples of human rights and oranges of
civil rights. If that distinction is not made the
probability of misunderstanding is indeed great.
Mr. Abram seems to perpetuate a misundering of what blacks experienced and what whites
think they should have experienced. In this
context one must recall what Martin Luther
King, Jr. wrote in 1963 about his disappointment
with white moderates in his classic "Letter from a
Birmingham Jail." It, and the book in which it was
published in the following year, Why We Can't
Wait, are eloquent appeals to recognize the
human rights of the "Negro" and to work for
justice. "Now! Justice," or his more popularly
recognized call for "Freedom, Now," were never
mere constitutional abstractions to Martin
Luther King, Jr., no matter how often Reagan
administration spokespersons quote him out of
context to that end.
- The difference between what advocates of the
narrow or strict constructionist view of civil
rights mean by civil rights, and what advocates of
a broader view mean, can best be illustrated by
some examples. The civil right to vote is a convenient first example because it is relatively uncomplicated. Women did not have the right to .
vote until the adoption of the 19th amendment to ·
the constitution. Blacks had a theoretical right to
vote since the adoption of the post-Civil War
amendments to the constitution, but they did
not begin to get the actual right to vote until the
passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. To have
the right to vote in some abstract legal or
constitutional sense, but to be unable to vote
because of a poll tax, literacy tes~ or any form of
intimidation or dilution is, in fact, not to have that
civil right. Hence the importance of the Voting
Rights Act and its recent renewal, and the
importance of Jesse Jackson's call for rigorous
enforcement of its provisions. To have the civil
right to vote means to have the real right to vote
in some equal manner. No one must exercise the
right in order to have it, but it must be
exercisable.
Education is also a civil right, but a slightly
more cor:nplex one than voting. Equal
opportunity for education existed abstractly
since the Civil War, but only in the context of
segregated schools. There was nothing
inherently unconstitutional about the principle of
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"separate but equal," yet in 1954 the SupremE
Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education tha1
the principle was in fact unconstitutional. W hy'r
Primarily because of evidence submitted to th<:
court that the outcomes, the results, were manifestly unequal. It found that segregated schools
do not provide equal educational opportunity tc
blacks because there were not equal educationa:
results. The constitution didn't change in 1954.
There was no new legislation. What changed was
the accumulation of sociological evidence,
leading to the determination that "separate but
equal" actually meant "separate and unequal."
But education is more complex than voting because the existence of the civil right is easily confused with the ability and the desire of persons tc
exercise the right. Because all black persons
have the civil right to go to college if they arE
educationally prepared to go, does not requirE
that any:. individual black person exercise tha1
right. However, if none do, then there is grounc
for thinking that something is wrong. Maybe, ir
that case, the right really doesn't exist. To makE
a practical judgment about whether the righ1
exists or not also requires a consideration of thE
differential ability of persons to exercise it.Not al
persons who seem to be formally prepared to gc
to college have either the motivation or the ability
to succeed if they do go. We may concede to Mr.
Abram that equality of opportunity does no1
mean equality of results because there are suer
obvious differences in ability and motivation.
But this formulation of the case for the possi
bility of unequal results is too strongly stated. HE
writes: " ... there is no rule of nature that says twc
groups always perform identically on the samE
test." "Always?" Conceded. "Identically?" Conceded. "Of nature?" Probably not. But there is C
rule of common sense and probability whid
does say that if in a random population of persons qualified to take a particular test only 5% o
blacks passed while 75% of whites passed, ther
something is wrong. Prior to Brown v. Board o
Education one might have made the racis1
assumption that blacks are inherently inferior tc
whites, but since 1954 the more likely assump
tion is that there are cultural or racial biases ir
the construction, wording, administration 01
grading of the test which require correction. I
these percentages were reversed, if 75% o
blacks passed compared to 5% of whites, then
would be little doubt about what would be donE
to the test. Groups need not always perforrr
identically, but if there is not some reasonablE
standard of statistical convergence betweer
groups the test should be questioned. If there it

something approaching equality of results
re is reason to question whether true equality
>pportunity exists.
1 third example of a civil right must be dissed because it comes closest to what Mr.
·am calls a confusion between a civil right and
economic right and is the area in which
ality of results is most hotly contested. This
:1 has to do with jobs and affirmative action.
us call the civil right the right to equal employ1t opportunity. The constitutional principle
)lved is that discrimination against a person,
n favor of a person, on the basis of that per's group characteristic is prohibited. Mr.
·am argues that the belief that it was legally
I morally wrong to discriminate in favor of any
son because of race, religion or sex once" ...
)yed a virtually sanctified status." I don't
,w when that was, and I doubt whether the
itive form-" in favor of any person" -was
r held by more than a tiny minority of the
erican public, but it certainly is becoming the
1ly popular cliche' of the eighties for rather
verse reasons. The "I'm against all kinds of
:rimination" cliche' is rapidly replacing the
1ally duplicitous "Some of my best friends are
:roes" of a generation ago. This is especially so
~n it comes to discussions of jobs and affirma. action.
~ simplified scenario may best illustrate what
t issue. Let us consider an employment field in
ch there are one hundred identical jobs, the
tlification for which is factor x. All one
1dred positions are currently filled with white
.es, and new hires occur only when vacancies
ur. In the labor market there are forty pers who have factor x, 80% of whom are white
es, and 20% are black males. The first thing
t must be done is that the employer say, or be
ered to say, that he will no longer hire whit es
.;. When a vacancy occurs he must then make
1lid effort to interest that 20% of qualified black
.es in applying for the position. He may even
e each of the qualified black males to dinner
1out having to do the same for any of the
te males. If the employer does this, and if he
not been overheard to say he doesn't actually
!nd to hire blacks anyway, nor has he left any
mos to that effect, he has fully guaranteed
tal employment opportunity and properly
:aged in affirmative action. At least this seems
>e the view of Mr. Abram and those who take a
row or strict constructionist view of civil
its. I would argue, however, that this is only
: a step. What is yet needed is some sort of
mtifiable or numerical commitment to hire at

least some black males, and then action on that
commitment. The numerical standard must minimally be an idea that he has in mind, but preferably it would be a written commitment to be
realized in a certain·period of time. Absent such a
commitment there may be no measurable results
and, therefore, no way to determine whether
equal emplOyment opportunity actually exists or
not.
Let's continue with the example. After he has
advertised, recruited, and even taken several of
the black males out to dinner, the actual number
of persons who apply are 16 whites and 4 blacks.
There are three vacancies which the employer
then fills with 3 white males. So what? That's the
luck of the draw, say the advocates of the narrow
or strict constructionist view. He had no legal or
moral right to prefer to hire one, two or three
black males in this situation. The equal employment opportunity of the black males was
consummated at dinner. To skew the process
any further in favor of hiring qualified black males
would be to confuse a civil right with an economic
right and to substitute equality of results for
equal opportunity.
But what hypocrisy! It is the early sixties all
over again. Abstract opportunity was all that the
white moderates, or white liberals, wanted to
guarantee. The disappointment of Martin Luther
King Jr., and the frustration ofMalcolmX, is now
the experience of Mary Frances Berry and Jesse
Jackson. But note, the hypocrisy is not necessarily that of the employer. The employer may
very well have taken the twenty actual applications and given them to his three year old
daughter to pick out any three pieces of paper
she wanted. It just happened that three whites
got the jobs. No, the hypocrisy is that of those
who talk abstractly about opportunities, but
refuse to allow any means to guarantee those
opportunities to members of previously
excluded groups. The ends of justice will never
be served by such hypocrisy.
There are many conscientious employers in
both the public and private sector who recognize
the need for more than the advocates of the
narrow ·o r strict constructionist view of civil
rights would allow. How is desegration of the
work-force to occur? How does an employer
actually do it? What results are to be anticipated?
By what standard are efforts to be judged? What
is an acceptable end-product? Questions of this
sort, regardless of how troubling they are to
white liberals and moderates, have to be
answered. During the past fifteen years answers
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have been given. The answers are not civil rights
in themselves, but they are common sense determinations about how, in the real world of employment decisions, the civil right of equal employment opportunity can be realized. That civil right
exists only when minorities, women and
handicappers actually begin to get jobs from
which they were previously excluded, de jure or
de facto.
First of all, the answers of the past fifteen years
have recognized the need for goals and time- .
tables. The goal for the employment opportunity
of previously excluded groups must be stated. It
must be stated clearly and numerically. This can
be illustrated by returning to our simplified
scenario. The goal could be based on the percentage of black males among all those in the
labor force who are qualified by factor x. The goal
could also be based on the percentage of blacks
in the population. The latter basis is used
typically when factor xis relatively unspecialized
and there would be some reason to believe it is
commonly distributed among most population
groups. The former would be used when factor x
is highly specialized and there would be reason to
think it is not commonly distributed among most
population groups. Thus as a percentage of the
qualified labor force the goal would be 20%; as a
percentage of population it could be 50%. Such a
percentage goal for the employment of blacks is
to be attained, again, in some reasonable period
of time. What is reasonable is a prudential judgment. If we assume that vacancies occur at a rate
of five per year, and the 20% goal were in effect,
the time to attain twenty blacks in the work-force
could be ten years.
Such goals and timetables, no matter how
carefully and prudentially drafted, are unacceptable to the advocates of the narrow or
strict constructionist view of civil rights. But they
object even more to the final step. That final step
is to act on the basis of such goals and timetables
for the employment of persons previously
excluded. That step is, in the context of our
scenario, to hire one or two of the qualified black
applicants to fill positions among those three first
year vacancies. It is to do so consciously. To put
the decision in the hands of one's three year old
daughter makes about as much sense as leaving
affirmative action up to Adam Smith's "invisible
hand." Unless someone makes the actual decision to hire previously excluded persons equal
er.1ployment opportunity will never really exist.
Well, never may be a bit long, but it could well be
another century of injustice before justice
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became a reality in employment for minorities
women, and handicappers.
And in the area of public employment, wher1
civil service systems apply, the only practical o
prudential way of making such conscious dee:
sions is to create dual or triple eligible lists. Here
speak out of direct experience. If we i1
Grand Rapids, Michigan, had not under a feder,
court order for our fire department, and volur
tarily for our police department, adopted du,
and triple eligible lists, the attainment of equ,
employment opportunity for minorities an1
women in those departments would have been
joke. We once had a certified eligible list of ove
two hundred white males wanting to be member
of our police department. At normal hiring rate
it would have taken at least ten years before w
could have even begun to think about hirin
minorities and women. Justice can't wait the
long.
There is a tendency in all discussions of thi
sort to resort to irrational categories and to n
duce one's opponent's position to a logiec
absurdity. Mr. Abram should have known bette
than to use so sloppy and irrational a phrase a
"reverse discrimination" in his discussion of civ
rights. But without reducing that to the logical al
surdity it is, we must note that it begins muc
earlier than Mr. Abram would have us believ(
Reverse discrimination begins way back with th
special efforts of employers to seek out, to trair
and to interest previously excluded personsnot as individuals, but as members of a class c
group. And, in fact, it begins with the recognitio
of excluded groups and the determination to d
something about such patterns of exclusion. A
soon as anything, however small and seeming]
innocent, is done, reverse discrimination can b
said to happen. The moderates and the liberals<
the .eighties don't want to recognize this an
more than did their counterparts in the sixtiei
They want to go half-way at most.
Mr.Abram does not stand alone in his views<
civil rights. Not only have they come t
ascendency within the Reagan administratior
and most critically within his Justice Depar
ment, but there is a swing away from the pre
grams of the past fifteen years also in th
Supreme Court. However, the most distressir.
evidence of the ascendency of a narrow view <
civil rights and a half way view of affirmafa
action is what has happened at the Democrat
National Convention. The convention refused t
adopt the platform proposals made by J esE
Jackson for vigorous enforcement of the Votir

ghts Act and for a continuing commitment to
e kind of affirmative action that has been
iveloped over the past fifteen y·ears. How sad,
'. t how politically realistic!
Mr. Abram has argued that black leaders
ade a mistake in the early and middle sixties by
mfusing civil rights with economic rights and
1ual opportunity with equality of results. I
lbmit that there was no such confusion. Rather
e confusion was in the minds of those white
oderates and liberals who thought too
>stractly about civil rights; who thought that
~hts were mere opportunities. Freedom and
stice must have real benefits in the lives of
ose persons and groups previously excluded
Jm those benefits. The error made in the early
1d middle sixties, and now being repeated in the
ghties, is that of those who failed to understand
.e full meaning of the civil rights movement. It
1s always meant to produce real results for real
~ople. Justice is not an abstraction. The justice
1at was the goal of the civil rights movement of
1e sixties, and must again become the goal of
1at movement in the eighties, will exist only
hen previously excluded persons have an
1diluted vote, a home they can afford in the
~ighborhood they choose, an education appro·iate to their needs and abilities, and a job for
hich they are qualified. Those who think that
te enjoyment of such benefits by blacks,
ispanics, and native Americans and women
as not the goal of the civil rights movement,
~ver really understood that movement. Those
ho think that the proximate attainment of such
~nefits would be to buy info an alien, almost unmerican, philosophy of equality of results, are
tie better than those in the sixties who called
:artin Luther King Jr. a communist. They are
1e ones who became confused around 1965
hen they became alienated from the logic of the
vii rights movement, from the logic of Justice.
quality of opportunity cannot, does not, exist
Jart from resulting benefits to real persons with
~oup identities that previously excluded them
om such benefits.

"Liberation by Any Means Necessary," a speech of
.alcom X on April 8, 1964 in New York City.
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These pencil drawings were
made from daguerreotypes in the
book Facing the Light by Henry
Pfister. For a remarkable analysis of
physiognomy as well as one of the
best portrait collections I've seen I
refer you to this book in Calvin's
library (it opens automatically to the
portraits I did).
I chose these subjects because of
the integrity which exudes unawares from their images.
McLaughlin and Ogden were both
explorers, and their rugged lifestyles in the wilds of Hudson Bay
tempered their characters, so that
they make fascinating portraits.
Each of them seems a very genuine
individual stripped of pretension,
albe•it not of vanity. That
McLaughlin's burning stare is his
character is confirmed by hi~ nickname among the Indians as "the
White-Headed Eable."

<

Una Hawthorne makes me laugh.
Even at eight or ten years old she
has completely internalized the romantic spirit of the time that was
considered appropriate for the artistic and sensitive. Her soulful eyes,
weak mouth, and chin seem almost
a harbinger of her death at the age of
thirty-three from heartbreak for her
lost love. If this child looks somewhat foolish for her posturing then
some of the adults I come across are
pathetic.
Looking at some of these poetic
types with their tousled hair,
unlikely power and insipid faces is
like "Revenge of the Nerds."
They're types I don't feel are worth
the effort of copying.
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Whether the others · are worth
copying is a more difficult question. I
did them during the summer merely
to teach myself to draw better, but I
chose these heads because they
were instructive beyond linear
practice. Just as we may learn from
wise men's words, so may we learn
from their faces. Prominent examples of noble physiognomies that
were formed by a lifelong dedication
to learning and the imitation of
Christ, presented by a masterly and
sympathetic hand are the Raphael
of Baldassaire Castillione and the
Hulbein of Erasmus. I feel leery,
however, of calling a copy of a
photograph art, especially when it is
done without an understanding of
the person's life and works.
Pen technique, because of its
demand of surety on the artist, is
inevitably more personal, and it is
fair to call my pen efforts "works of
art."
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The Peter DeVries caricature
was done in my desire to cut down
the image of him after reading four
of his books. Mine is more evil than
playful, because the impression I got
after reading Madder Music was of
a man addicted to unfulfilling pleasures. This sorrow has been transformed into nastiness in his dissatisfaction with life.
The copies of classical works are
meant to convey the lyric grace and
power of master drawings which
cannot be conveyed in pencil. I
really like the drawing of Chief
Joseph seated with the calvary
major. I meant to study the meeting
of two men, one of whom has
greatly wronged the other and still
expects an apology from him. Chief
Joseph's dignity and wisdom fairly
shine in contrast with the miserably
sneering features of the major.
-Rand Holkeboer
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The Octopus
Slowly they begin;
metallic arms weave .in, then out,
then back in again.
Someone shouts "Here we go!"
and faster they spin.
ca·rs start to ti It,
"Hang on! Hang on!"
Everyone gasps
as eight arms jerk upward
simultaneously. Men grasp
the sides on instinct
but smile, or laugh. A pretty girl kisses
the one next to her
and cuddles close.
At full speed it all reels
by: roller coaster, bumper cars, octopus,
spinning fast and flawless, eight wheels
within four wheels, within one.
It whirls into stomachs
where cotton candy dissolves
into fuzzy indigestion.

escapes when he screams
"The Octopus has me!"
. .. Shuddering, he shakes away
fragments of the dream.
"It's all right, it's all right"
mother whispers beside him,
"after so many minutes
they turn the octopus off."
Coming down now,
tired metal arms turn
slower ... and slower.
Air brakes hiss.
The machine stops.
Peopl~;climb out of black cars
and hurry off to ride as many as they can
before closing time.
-Mike Rubingh

Turning and turning
in precision-fixed rotation,
dizzying abandon,
seems admirable, amusing,
tolerable, even fun
to all a/round but one.
One small boy
grips his mother tight
in the beetle-black car,
stares out into nightan ocean swirling.
I rridescent l_ig hts
like deep-sea creatures surround,
and no sound

peace be with you
if i wanted peace
the decision would be short
simplicity of thought and deed
astounding minds of means
if i wanted peace
the blade would be sharp
sinking warmly into flesh
accepted whole with trust
if ·i wanted peace
the world would become sleek
softly feathered wings of silence
anxious at our caress
-Nathan Beversluis
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Roundtable
fessor Henry Stab, long time
sor of Philosophy and Chris:thics at Calvin wrote his
dissertation at G ottingen
rsity in 1938. He left Germany
· 1938 to study in Amsterdam,
g for the United States just
~ the outbreak of World War
s summer a group gathered to
;s what it was like to write a
dissertation in Christian
under the Nazis. The
icipants were David
1ouse, James L aG rand,
m Kim, Larry Thornton, Ted
~ma, Henry Bouma, Dale
fey, Doug Schurman, David
and, and Herb Brinks.

,to b: I wasn't very well re:l. I was not treated very well
e Christians, but was treated
erfully by the Nazis. They
courteous,· and hospitable. I
i on Max Weber's Religion
1lethik, which was fairly philocal because it concerned epislogy. In May of 1937, 49 years
I got a postcard from Rev.
>ers, who was secretary of the
i of trustees. He said, "You
just been appointed to
~ed Dr. J ellema in the chair of
;ophy at Calvin College, but
will be permitted to stay
1er year." And then I finished in
I guess I worked pretty hard; I
:cted my wife, I worked from
'clock in the morning to two
:k into the next morning to get
thing out. Now, when I look
, I say, how stupid and how un~ptive I was. My nose was in
.s and I paid very little attention
>litical and social issues.
1as treated courteously all the
We never said "Heil Hitler,"
vife and I, although we were
.;s greeted "Heil Hitler" and we
:l prely "Guten Abend." We
never molested, searched or

the like. We saw soldiers out on the
streets a good deal, but, as in Italy
under Mussolini, everything was
orderly, the trains ran on time, we
were safe on the streets at midnight,
students drank beer lustily and so
on. I smoked cigarettes in those
days too; there was a tobacco shop
close to where we lived where I
traded, and the owner was
obviously a Jew. After a while I
noticed it was closed, but that didn't
strike me as so unusual. I must say
that to our limited and maybe
blinded sight, I didn't see any persecution. I knew that Barth had
already gone, and Tillich had gone. I
had a friend in the Bekenntniskirche
and we talked, but we didn't have
much to say probably out of fear
about the political situation.
I began to appreciate as time went
on that Nazism was not a superficial thing but at least a quasiphilosophical movement. It was
realized that the nineteenth century
and Orthodox liberalism had died in
the First World War and it was
thought that Europe, Western
civilization had to be reconstituted
on a new and better basis, on the
back of the Nordic races and in
order for that to happen, one had to
wipe out the Semitic or JudeaChristian overlay, which was an
alien importation in the view of the
thinkers of the day.
Now, you historians will know
maybe better than I that Krystalnacht happened in November or
December of 1938. I was out of
Germany already then so I didn't
witness that. And I had the impression that word about the camps
didn't come out very clearly until '39
or '40, or '41 or '42. I did postgraduate work in Amsterdam in '38'39, so I got out in April of '39, and
then, just as I began teaching, the
war broke out in September of '39.

James LaG rand: You said you did
post-graduate work in Amsterdam-how did you get the extra
year from Rev. Lambers?
Stob: There had recently emerged
a pair of truly Calvinistic philosophers by the names of
Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven, and
in order to profit from them I was to
go to the Free University. That's
what the board of trustees said.
David Diephouse: I know a bit
about Tubingen·in the early '30s and
my sense is that in terms of the color
of the theological faculty and of the
related disciplines, Tu bingen would
have been seen as pretty much on
the right orthodox wing of the
spectrum, and that most of the
theological faculty was in 1933 not
Nazi, yet very enthusiastically embraced the new order, almost out of
a missionary impulse, the idea
being, "Look, there's a healthy core ·
in this mixture." And so the church
in Wilrttemberg and the theological
faculty joined the Party and became
very active even in the German
Christian movement and within the
first year, banged their noses so
often against the ideological reality
that most of them pulled · out and
Ti.ibingen became a kind of backwater.
·
Mr. Stob: I listened to many lectures and was in many seminars and
conversations. The matter was
never brought up; I mean there was
no propaganda. But you are right:
there was a nationalistic spirit,
everybody was for Germany .
Germany was on its knees after the
First World War, for the whole
decade from 1918-28 or '30. Here
was a movement that reasserted the
strength and dignity of the German
people. That appealed to almost
everybody. I was opposed to the
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German-Christians. I had a friend
who was with the Bekenntnis
K irche and we discussed these
kinds of things, Bonhoffer and Barth
and the like. But maybe those
German students in theology were
German Christians; I didn't find
them very attractive. It's a funny
thing-you have all experienced
that you are sometimes treated
better by the world than by the
church.
JLG: What did you mean there?
You said you were treated better by
the Nazis than by the Christians.
My impression was there wasn't
that kind of distinction; how did you
distinguish between Nazis and
Christians?
Mr. Stob: Well, let me say that a
couple of my friends with whom I
drank beer made no profession of
Christ. I figured they were members of the Party, but we never
talked about it. That's why I thought
they may be Nazis.
Seyoon Kim: At that time did the
professors show their colors vis-avis Nazism?
Mr. Stob: No. well Heiser wrote a
book which I read. He obviously
was a supporter-his book supported this new order. But apart
from that we just did Kant-a
seminar-and that was it. We didn't
talk about politics.
Kim: But one reads that perhaps
shortly after you left, students
objected to those professors who in
their lectures didn't explicitly
support Nazi ideology. They would,
for example, write abuses on the
biackboard. They would interrupt
and not allow the professor to lecture.
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Stob: Maybe that would
happen in other kinds of classes,
Sociology or Political Science. I
took a seminar on Zeit and Raum
(Time and Space) and we spent a
whole semester on discussing the
difference between hier and dort
Mr.

Henry Bouma: I was wonderi

when you got back from Germa
what did you find in those day~
reaction to what was going or
Germany?
Mr. Stob: No that's another thi1

We, myself included, give a very profound
complicated rationalization of what

1s

an<

a/read~

there.
(here and there) and didn't discuss
politics.
Kim: At that time Heidegger was
not discussed?
Mr. Stob: No, I don't remember
anything on Heidegger.

Henry, how one is circumscribec
a situation. Here I have to teach c
what I have to teach is logic, in1
duction to philosophy, anci
philosophy, ethics, and m~
physics, all in one year. F c
courses each semester. Sol was
thinking about Germany.
Dale VanKley: I take it that in ·
courses you took there were
attempts that you discerned to o
struct some sort of Nazi Soc
Ethics, or Nazi Metaphysics?
Mr. Stob: At least I did not
perience it.
Kim: Now, a couple of years a:
when I was in Ti.ibigen a retired p
fessor was made a scandal by 11
wing students because she was c
covered to have been one of 1
active members of a team of
searchers in eugenics. She was
tired for some years, but her ec
caused a stir. Now I imagine th1
were many such professors
G ottingen at the time.
Mr. Stob: There could have bee1
took no science.
1

Kim: At the time· he was very

prominent. Soon after Heidegger
died there was a long interview published in Der Spiegel. Much of that
interview revolves around his
activities during the Nazi period.
The editor constantly probed into
his activities in the movement.
Kim: Did Heidegger go along with

the movement?
Kim: 0 h, yes. He was condemned

many times, so this long interview
was a kind of apologia. Most
interesting. But there is no doubt
that he was a sympathizer, indeed a
defender of Nazism.
Mr. Stob: I tried to talk to Prof.
Stunne about these things. He said,
"I'm sorry, I'm translating Italian
poems."

j

d Minnema: Henry, the great
1demic centers, what was their
)act and shaping power in the
mtry? There comes a fanatic and
)tures the people, upsets a whole
untry. Where are we as
1demics, what are we doing?
·. Stob: That's a good question
:l I don't know if this is a good
;wer; but they all approved of the
urgence of Germany, somehow,
:l through this man or through
, movement it was happening. He
s bold, he rearmed. He took the
:lentenland while I was there.

captured the church left, right, and
center. It all unfolds; it's perfectly
obvious-you see ,how it all works.

that I didn't see, I was so blind to
what was going on in retrospect.

David LaGrand: You've been
Mr. Stob: It's funny how prophetic apologizing for being buried in
Karl Barth was, and yet in terms of books and not seeing what was
what some of us call heresy. Christ going on at the time, but assuming
only, no common grace, Christ's that you were keeping Christian
will cannot be discerned in nature or Reformed Standards, I presume
in culture but only in the Bible. On you were going to church very
this ground he repudiated this faithfully and probably twice on
movement because people were Sunday.
saying, "This is a revelation of God, Mr. Stob: No, once a Sunday.
God is behind this movement." And DLG: And you said that you
Barth in terms of his Christ says no, weren't happy in the church.
Mr. Stob: Well, the preaching was
okay, but it was just like Christian
Reformed
bothers me that I didn't see. I was so blind to greeted you Churches-nobody
after church.
DLG: Well, that's what I was
wondering-if there is anywhere
,hat was going on in retrospect.
where you have to interact with the
community and where you have to
nnema: Sometimes I get terribly and that's the Barmen Declaration get your nose out of a book for a
:omfortable, that we, myself in- which is a wonderful document, but minute, it's in church. I wonder
ded, give a very profound and I don't know whether it" s wholly whether there more than anywhere,
you ever noticed or even if in renplicated rationalization of what theologically sound.
tlready there.
Schurman: Did that have an trospect you could see Nazism surfacing in the community or in the
. Stob: You raise a good ques- impact at that time?
n-w hat is the impact of Mr. Stob: It did. It formed the sermon?
Mr. Stob: Not in the sermons ever.
tdemia . on the fortunes and B~.kenntnis K irche.
•tiny of the nation?
They were not allo~ed to be negaug Schurman: I think maybe Schurman: Did it have no impact tive in' any way, obviously, but I
re important is what about the on theologians and philosophers, found they were preaching the
1rch? Dr. Brown said in one of his the fact that some of the major . gospel, at least the church we went
to.
)ks that the church actually thinkers had left?
ows the culture that it has been Mr. Stob: Yes, that's a good DLG: Since you're Dutch, you're
:ling.
question. I mean just to ease my sort of an ideal Aryan and you're
. Stob: The vast _majority of conscience because this has everything the Nazis would like you
rman Christians joined the bothered me through the years. to be in superficial terms, yet you
1tsche Christen; only a minority Well, many of you weren't living, but said you didn't feel comfortable in
1ed the Bekenntnis K irche.
your parents or your professors, the church. Did you ever get the
:::i: There is a book by James how alert were they in '36-'38 to feeling that the German Christians
.e, The Nazi Catastrophe. He what was going on in Germany, and were threatened by your very non1ws
in detail how the Nazis what did they say? It bothers me Nazi orthodox reformed position?
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Mr. Stob: No. I said I didn't like the

students in the Seminary but I
wasn't talking about the church. I
had no association with the people
of the church either, we just went to
church and left.Nobody invited us, I
must say, but it didn't occur to us to
blame them for that. Otherwise, I
had no relations with the churchpeople ..
Boum a: Isn't it true, reflecting on
what you heard in the churches
there, that the Lutherans are not
known for integrating their politics
with their theology?
Mr. Stob: That two kingdom bit
must have played a role in the
acceptance of Nazism, too. I don't
think that Hitler could have made it
in Scotland, nor in Holland.
Schurm an: Couldn't the orders of
creation language, familiar to a lot of
Calvinists, be abused as easily as
the two-kingdom concept to
encourage the reich? I was thinking
of South Africa, too. Some say that
sphere sovereignty and particularly
the separation of spheres is used to
prevent the church from getting involved in matters of apartheid and
the state. It seems that the
theologies could be misused.
JLG: In the latest view on Calvinism
and racism in the Calvin
Theological Journal, the author
shows that Groen van Prinsterer
· comes ot.it clean and Kuiper doesn't
do so well. This is interesting because when I was in Basel recently, I
discovered that Kuiper is taken by
all people that have relations with
South Africa as the founder of apartheid. The reason cited in this essay
is that, though in rough terms
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people relate the rise of apartheid in
South Africa to the Dutch
Reformed Church, they really mean
specifically the Dapper Kerk, ten
percent of the Afrikaner population
which is specifically built on a
Kuiperianism that comes through a
professor at Potchefstroom
University.
Larry Thornt on: I'm curious, you
finished your thesis in the spring of
'38?
Mr. S t ob: Well, yes. The formal
date is July something.

years." In that sense we figur
was moving up to a war.
Minnem a: When you went tc
Netherlands was the acad
community there more releva
what was going on in the worl
Mr. S t ob: No, not as far as I c

tell. I don't know whether tha1
pure insensitivity or what, but
not observe that too much, bee
I had blinders on, I guess. Wet,
more about painters and ches~
things like that.

Well, for most of the people most of the time,

li

business as usual.
Thornt on: Well, you may have

missed the war scare in May when
the Czech army mobilized and
there were Ger man forces around
the Sudetenland. Were you aware
of that?
Mr. Stob: Well, as I recall that
happened almost without incident. I
think they took the Sudeten in one
day. And they took Austria in one or
two days.
T hornton: Outside of Germany
there was fear that war was going to
be beginning. Was there a sense of
celebration inside Germany?
Mr. S t ob: I was there when
Chamberlin came into Germanythe Germans were jubilant but I was
not scared. I had a good friend,
Fritzg Gebhardt. We knew it was
coming. "You know," I would say to
him, "Fritz, I will probably be
shooting at you in a couple of

Your reminisce
about your experiences in Gen
at that time remind me of mi
France in 1966 and 1967. Sr
after I left Paris the whole city
up in '68. And of course when
back in this country, all sor
people asked me what it was Ii
be living in Paris as those e1
were building up, and I had no
to say about that. All I could sa)
that I went to the Biblioth
N ationale, I went to the archivE
VanKley

Mr. S tob: Bravo Dale, you cor

me.
V anKley: I went to student re~

ants and talked but I didn't ~
coming. But in retrospect it s1
that • when something comes
that, everything up to that poir
to be leading up to it, and
anybody could have intuited i

r. Stob: I wonder if that is

a

man trait?
vK: It is also an academic trait.
r. Stob: When I lived in Cicero,
ople would say, "Hey you live in
cero. Boy ... Capone and all those
m runners and shootings and
:1ssacres." And I would say, "I'm
rry, but I never knew anyone who ·
1s ever robbed or affronted on the
reet. Everything is fine and
mdy." Now, wh,¥ is that?
VK: Well, for most of the people
ost of the time it's business as
;ual.

whether someone was aRepublican
or a Democrat.
Well, it's been nice to meet you
people. You didn't get any enlightment. I only made my confession.

arry Thornton: Milton Meyer has
ritten a book on street-level Nazis.
is point is that if you are in the
ainstream, most of the nastiness
1at goes on doesn't touch you. As
ng as you weren't trying to arrest
apone or to rival him, he would
1ke no interest in your activities.

LG: There were two people,
1ainly, that were responsible for
1aking Nazism respectable to the
'.hristians, Immanuel Hirsh and
; erhardt Kittle, particularly Kittle
1 terms of making the final solution
) the Judenfrage (Jewish question)
~spectable. It is a strange and
·oubling thing to see how the
hurch could accommodate these
uys. And there are still apologists
)r Kittle who say that he was
incere and his motives were pure.
le was sincere, but his motives
,ere murderous.
1r. Stob: At the time he would
imply say, "I am a German." Most
1iographies wouldn't tell you
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4th of July Together
Sit in a bed crowded room
where wallpaper hangs like bandaids.
Beside a fan,
at a 2x4 desk
with a globe that
stills call Zimbabwe Rhodesia.
Push. It turns. Leaves
dust plowed finger lines across
an ocean and part of Greenland.
I

Drive. Arrive. And
slide around their dim house.
Mingle, over and out, carefully
through the window above a slant roof
and maneuver where more squat
drinking papaya and vodka.
See fireworks spray the sky but
listen, pulse to, oh,
avant- garde music
and say, fuck it, man.
Please. Home. More room,
paper, desk, globe and fan. Spin
lines and tales and I don't even mind
if they'·re. about Athens and shields and
men ton'ed with ideal.
And nights are for reading, talk,
thinking. A lamp over shoulder.
Listening'. A line on a pad.
No. Tonight we go
watch fireworks and ooh and aah.
Stagger home and know it all.
-Michael Hancock
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Meditation
Mike Rubingh

A rash move it was on the editor's part to ask me to write this meditation. For I am one who discovered early on that
he so-called "meditation chapels" are useful for more than just meditation. The particular cubicle in our dorm was pitch
>lack: perfect, as far as I was concerned, for studying. Any meditation I accomplished thus was liberally sprinkled with
1ames or quotes or formulas for next day's test. Then again, I often used the library-especially the Cayvan Room-for
neditation. It was a place to "cave-in" on myself, to close my eyes and in darkness let the music wash over and through
ne. In fact, this is probably the best kind of meditation I've ever done.
Looking back, though, I've decided such odd syntheses of God and learning are good; our Christianity and our
earning should be inseparable. This may sound like a Religion or CPOL advertisement, but it isn't. Religion classes are
:omposed of abstractions like spheres and mandates and world-and-life-views: empty rhetoric, until the student gets
>ut into the real world and realizes where and how it applies. On a level more relevant to us as students, Christianity and
earning are inseparable because they are both a struggle; in both we move from darkness into light. We become
enlightened" when we learn; Christ is "the light," in Him there is no darkness. The symbolism of light is very important
1ere, of course; it is the end to which we all strive. But too often light is overemphasized and darkness is ignored.
)arkness is often the necessary precursor to light, as the realization of sin is to salvation.
Like Pig-Pen in Charlie Brown comic strips, I carry around a black cloud with me. At the beginning of the year it is
mall and barely noticeable. Fart her into the semester, however, augmented by papers, tests, and other stories, it g~ows
nto a small thundercloud. Of course, no one else can directly see this cloud, but they can see it is there. I seem separated
rom the real world by it; a question addressed to me at suppertime receives a grunt or a blank stare. I know others are
;urrounded by their personal clouds too. Even on sunny days we barely see through the darkness long enough to throw
Hello" back at each other. Our mental landscape takes over as we delve into minds like Eliot and Barth, and that
andscape more often than not becomes either a wasteland or a pit. We descend into the Dantesque: smoke surrounds
1s as we walk through the coffee shop or relax in the Cave; every so often a dimly recognizable face floats past,
ihostlike. We temporarily become nocturnal creatures, pull dark all-nighters of the soul. Our directions are down,
nward, and into night. We get a taste of Inferno.
But it is in these-the darkest, most hellish moments-that we are struck by light. Dante gains strength from a
ilimpse of Beatrice and paradise. The calculus problem suddenly comes clear on paper, for an instant, appears as a
mified whole in one's mind, just as a ray of sunlight shines through forbidding clouds. Or we crawl out of our ignorance
,lowly, not realizing the extent of what we have learned until afterwards. The test is over; the paper done; the light
eturns gradually, like the dawn of a new day. Perhaps weaker in body, we are stronger in mind. And the strength we
iain is proportional to the depth we go down, the light proportional to the darkness we dare.
Likewise in our Christianity, we must go deeper. From the outside Calvin may appear as a light to a dark world, but
rom the inside many flaws are obvious; and these flaws result from sin. We must not pretend we can avoid sin and go
.traight to God. The Pharisee raised his eyes to heaven; it was the publican who looked downward and wept because of
he sin he saw inside himself. Sorrow, as well as recognizing sin, is part of entering the darkness. "I have been acquainted
vith the night" says Robert Frost, and intentionally or not, he speaks for all Christians. We will not be able to reach sinful
nankind-indeed, not even be able to comfort each other, until we have entered the darkness and shared the sorrow
mother person feels. I know people at Calvin who seem always happy and smiling, often so much so that they strike me
ts somehow "fake." What I didn't realize until recently is that their external peace in the daytime results from long hours
>f struggle and prayer at night. We must make others realize that they are not alone in their suffering-that we suffer
vith them because Christ suffered for us. We must go down with them to talk them out of the pit of guilt and the cloud of
lespair.
"Now we see only in part. .. " the verse begins, and it is all too true; our world is one of twilight, cast over with a pall of
in. But joy comes yet through sin and sorrow; moments of divine lucidity are sometimes granted. They should be
reasured always as ideals to strive for C.S. Lewis the German word "Sehnsucht" to label an unexplainable yearing he
elt when reading mythology, which ultimately was a yearning for God. In a poem, T.S. Eliot objectifies an "eternal
noment" when time seems to stand still and God seems present in all things. We ourselves love, another person
:nowing that having our love reciprocated would still not fully satisfy; something is missing. These are hints of a future
3od in his grace has promised to those who love Him." ... Then we shall see in full," the verse ends. In the meantime, our
>right moments are surrounded by long stretches of darkness and sorrow-darkness we must not ignore or simply
indure, but rather use to point ourselves and others toward all that is Good and Light.

-Mike Rubingh
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